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IX. — The Monophthongization of Latin ae 
By Professor EDGAR H. STURTEVANT 

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY 

Most English-speaking scholars have for some time past 
been accustomed to pronounce Latin ae as they do ai in Eng- 
lish aisle, while scholars of other nationalities have employed 
the corresponding diphthongs of their own languages. There 
has been an undercurrent of dissent from this practice which 
has occasionally come to the surface: Stolz and Schmalz, 
Lat. Gram? p. 271, King and Cookson, Sound and Inflection, 
p. 85, and Sihler, P.A.P.A. xxix, xl-xliv, maintained that ae 
was pronounced as a monophthong, while Lindsay, Short 
Historical Latin Grammar 1 , p. 13, held that the first member 
of the diphthong was a sound similar to the a of English man 
and the second was like the e of English men. In the second 
(191 5) edition of this book Lindsay modifies his earlier teach- 
ing by assuming (p. 13 f.) that "in the age of Cicero ae" 
— without quite losing its diphthongal character — " must 
have sounded more like a long open e (something like our 
interjection eh protracted, or rather doubled)." In these 
circumstances a reexamination of the evidence may not be 
untimely. We shall consider the various items in chronologi- 
cal order, and attempt thus to build up a history of ae in 
Latin. 

The diphthong in question was originally written ai, but 
the spelling ae began to appear about 200 B.C. and became 
usual by about 150 b.c. (see Sihler, I.e., for citations). No one 
doubts that the earlier orthography represented the pronun- 
ciation ; and we can scarcely escape the conclusion that the 
change in spelling reflected a change in pronunciation, since 
no other motive for it has been suggested. Neither can there 
be doubt about the general nature of the change of sound. 
If the diphthong had become a monophthong by 200 b.c. (as 
Sihler maintains), the new spelling would have been e. The 
orthography ae must reflect merely a more open pronuncia- 
tion of the second member of the diphthong ; the earlier ai 
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denoted a diphthong ending in a close i, as in Italian mat, 
while the later ae denoted a diphthong ending in a more 
open sound approaching a close e. Since this, rather than 
a true ai, is the diphthong heard in English aisle, my, etc., 
the current pronunciation of ae in England and America is 
correct; the usual description of it, on the other hand, as 
a + i is incorrect. 1 This newer pronunciation must have 
become established before the beginning of the second cen- 
tury b.c. ; for the change in orthography could not begin 
until the new pronunciation had gained standing. Spelling 
reform may lag far behind a change in pronunciation, but 
under ordinary circumstances it cannot anticipate such a 
change. 

In case diphthongal ai was followed by consonantal i, as 
in aio and maior (pronounced ai-io, mai-ior), the second ele- 
ment of the diphthong remained unchanged, as the orthog- 
raphy proves. English furnishes a parallel in such phrases 
as my use (pronounced mai yus), as contrasted with my 
(pronounced inae) in most other phrases. Latin ais and ain 
(from aisne) retained the original diphthong under the influ- 
ence of aio, etc., supported perhaps by uncontracted ais. 

The diphthong ai had a very similar history in Oscan. 
The Oscan national alphabet contained a symbol H (trans- 
cribed i) to represent the open /-sound which resulted from 
original e or 1, and also from e before another vowel {e.g. likitud 
= liceto, iu-k = ea), and a symbol | (transcribed i) to denote 
the close /-sound which resulted from original 1 (e.g. aidilis = 
aediles, imaden : Imiis). The latter character was also em- 
ployed for consonantal i. Hence the orthography of such 
words as aidilis, kvaistur, viai, svai, etc., indicates that the 
second member of the diphthong was an /-sound verging 
toward an <?-sound ; Oscan ai must have been similar to 
Latin ae. In case, however, the diphthong was followed by 

1 Oertel, ap. Lane, Latin Grammar 1 , p. 7, describes the sound of Latin ae cor- 
rectly, but fails to identify it with the English diphthong. That the English 
diphthong really is ae rather than ai is readily seen if one pronounces the dis- 
syllabic combination a-e (ah-eh) and then repeats it more and more rapidly until 
the two sounds coalesce; a similar experiment with a-i (aA-ee) produces Italian ai. 



Vol. xlvii] The Monophthongization of Latin ae 109 

consonantal i, its second member is shown by the orthog- 
raphy to have been a close i {e.g. Piimpaiianai, Maraiieis, 
Mefitaiiais), precisely as Latin ai retained its close i in similar 
circumstances. 

Even more important for our investigation is the represen- 
tation of the Oscan diphthong ai by ae in documents written 
in the Latin alphabet {e.g. suae, aeteis, Bansae). When the 
Oscans began to use the Latin alphabet, certainly well after 
200 b.c, Latin ae must have represented a true diphthong ; 
for if it had represented a monophthong or a diphthong 
scarcely distinguishable from a monophthong, the Oscans 
would have transcribed their diphthong ai by ai, as they 
actually transcribed lii by oi (feihiiis " muris " : eizois " eis "), 
although the digraph oi was foreign to Latin orthography. 

That ae was still a diphthong in the time of Lucilius is 
shown by his jest (1130 Marx): 

Ocilius pretor ne rusticus fiat. 
For if the monophthongization of ae was a mark of rusticity, 
ae must have been a diphthong in urban Latin. 

Our knowledge of this rustic e for ae is derived largely 
from the passage in Varro's de Lingua Latina (vii, 96), in 
which is preserved the Lucilian fragment just cited : 

Apud Matium : ' obsceni interpres funestique ominis auctor.' 
obscenum dictum ab scena ; earn ut Graeci aut Accius scribit scena. 
(in pluribus verbis a ante e alii ponunt, alii non, ut quod partim 
dicunt {scaeptrum, partim) sceptrum Plauti Faeneratricem, alii Fenera- 
tricem ; sic faenisicia ac f\o\enisicia, ac rustici pappum m\a\esium, 
non maesium ; a quo Lucilius scribit, ' Cecilius (pretor) ne rusticus 
fiat '). quare turpe ideo obscaenum quod nisi in scaena[m~\ palam 
dici non debet. 

Since these words have often been misunderstood, it may 
be well to supply a translation : " In Matius (we read) ' Ob- 
sceni interpres funestique ominis auctor.' Obscenum is derived 
from scena ; he writes it scena (with a monophthong instead 
of a diphthong) as the Greeks and Accius do. (In a con- 
siderable number of words some persons put a before e, and 
others do not ; as, for example, some say scaeptrum, others 
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sceptram, some the Faeneratrix of Plautus, others the Fenera- 
trix ; just so (we hear) faenisicia and fenisicia, and the coun- 
try people call an old fellow mesins, not maesius ; wherefore 
Lucilius writes ' Let's not make the boor Cecilius pretor ! ' 2 ) 
Hence what is foul is obscaenus for the reason that it should 
not be mentioned in public except on the scaena." 

In v, 97 of the same treatise Varro refers briefly to the 
rustic monophthong instead of ae : Ircus, quod Szbm\ fircus ; 
quod illic fedus, in Latio rure \Ji\edus, qui in urbe (ut in 
multis) a addito {h)aedus. 

In the time of Varro, then, as well as in the time of Lu- 
cilius, e was a familiar rustic variant for the urban diphthong 
ae. As we see from the passage last quoted, the Sabine dia- 
lect was here in harmony with rustic Latin ; epigraphical evi- 
dence shows that Faliscan, Volscian, and Umbrian also had 
simplified at to e, and that the same group of dialects had 
simplified other diphthongs as well in a way foreign to urban 
Latin. In this respect several of the old dialects of Latium 
agreed with the four Italic idioms just mentioned as against 
Roman usage, e.g. Praenestine losna {C.I.L. I, 55) = liina 
from *louksna\ Plotina (C.I.L. xiv, 3369) = Plautina; Ces{u/a) 
(C.I.L. xiv, 3193) = Caesula. It is therefore a dialectic 
peculiarity which antedates the establishment of the Roman 
dialect as the standard language of Latium. 

The passages just cited from Lucilius and Varro prove that 
even after the urban dialect had become the norm, country 
people continued to use e where they should have used ae. 
In fact, a few country (i.e. dialectic) words with e for ae 
penetrated the city and gained a foothold in standard Latin. 
One of the clearest cases is levir = Skt. devd, Gk. hd-qp (from 
*8aifrip), whose second vowel is due to the analogical influ- 
ence of vir, " husband," and whose initial / for d shows that 
the word is of Sabine origin. The tradition in favor of e is 
not quite so clear in sepes, praesepes, praesepia, but, as we 
shall see, the monophthong is supported by the Romance 
languages. Walde (Lat. etym. Worterb. s.v.) thinks that 
fenum contains an original monophthong, but Varro's evi- 

2 Or perhaps ironical, " I hope the pretor Cecilius isn't a countryman ! " 
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dence in favor of faenisicia is supported by Italian fieno, 
whose vowel must represent Latin ae or e. Several other 
rustic words with e for ae are evidenced by the Romance 
languages; see Meyer-Lubke, Gram. lang. rom., i, 255. 

Varro's preference of scaena to scena is supported by the 
superior manuscript authority (see Sommer, Handb. d. lat. 
Laut- und Formenlehre 2 , p. 72 and references) and by scaenam 
(C.I.L. 1, 206, 77), scaena (ib. 1, 1009, 13), scaenarium (ib. 
1, 1 341), scaenicis (ib. 11, 1663), and proscaenium (ib. 11, 183). 
That it contained a real diphthong is shown by scaina (ib. 1, 
1280). This word and also scaeptrum (Varro, I.e.) for Greek 
GKrjTTTpov owe their diphthong to an "over-correction " ; per- 
sons who took pains to say praetor instead of pretor " cor- 
rected" scena into scaena (so Walde, I.F. xxx, 139; Sommer, 
Handb? p. 72). Solmsen's suggestion ( Unters. znr griech. 
Laut- und Verslehre, 279) that, in view of the related forms 
(TKid and Skt. chdya, there may have been a dialectic Greek 
*aicaiva, cannot be accepted until a similar explanation is 
available for scaeptrum. 

It is impossible to suppose (with Lindsay, Latin Language, 
p. 42; Claussen, Rom. Forsch. xv, 854; Carnoy, Latin d'Es- 
pagne, p. 79, and others) that the ae of scaena and scaeptrum 
was a peculiarly exact method of transcribing Greek 77. 
Even if we could grant that both Latin ae and Greek 77 
represented a long open e in the Ciceronian period, there 
seems to be no reason why these two words should be 
transliterated more scrupulously than the hosts of other 
Greek loan-words containing i). On the contrary, the Ro- 
mans of Cicero's day and later, although careful about the 
form they gave to new borrowings (e.g. Ilithyia), did not 
insist upon the correct form of Greek words which had long 
been in the language (e.g, comisor, Hercules, tus, ancora, cJio- 
ragium). To the latter class scaena clearly belongs ; it occurs 
in Plautine prologues and scaenica is found in Terence, Hec. 
16; scaena was a technical theatrical term which must early 
have established itself at least as firmly as (Doric) choragium. 
There is no proof that scaeptrum is early, but the very fact 
that it was treated in the same way as scaena makes an early 
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date probable. That the spelling ae in these words was not 
regarded as an approximation to the Greek form is made per- 
fectly clear by Varro's citation of the spelling with e, not only 
from Accius, who undertook to follow Greek usage accurately 
(see Varro, L.L. x, 70), but from the Greeks themselves. 3 

The rustic e from ai was no doubt at first an open e, as in 
Umbrian (see Buck, Grammar of Oscan and Umbrian, p. 44), 
but the " over-correction " of scena and sceptrum to scaena and 
scaeptrum indicates that it had become as close as ordinary e 
by the first century b.c. For the open e of Greek aK-qv-f] had 
undoubtedly been assimilated to the Latin close e during the 
century and more in which it had served as a technical term 
of the motley crew who made up the theatrical profession at 
Rome. There is no doubt at all that the rustic e of sepes and 
feniim did ultimately become identical with ordinary e in most 
of the Roman world ; for the two yield the same result in 
most of the Romance languages. Only in Italian do these 
words show forms which indicate Latin open e. The follow- 
ing table presents the facts : 

Rustic e for ae Close e 

sepes fenum verum 

siepe fieno vero 

soif foin voire (vere) 

seto (septum) heno vero 

fin plin (plenum). 

A similarly inconsistent development has been observed in 
three or four other words (see Meyer- Liibke, I.e.), and we 

3 Other Greek loan-words also occasionally show ae for -q in Imperial times 
(see Carnoy, op. cit. p. 81 ; Hammer, Die tokale Verbreitung friihester romanischen 
Lautwandlungen im alten Italien, p. 9-14; and the indexes to the C.I.L. under the 
caption Grammatica quaedani); but these cases are much fewer than the cases 
of ae for Greek e, and a majority of them occur in final syllables, in which posi- 
tion ae is often substituted for original Latin i. There is no reason to doubt, 
therefore, that these words are for the most part instances of the later monoph- 
thongization of Latin ae, which is presently to be discussed. The vulgar Latin 
genitives such as Aquilliaes {C.I.L. 1, 1025), Laudicaes (ib. I, 1212) may repre- 
sent a contamination of the Latin ending -ae and the Greek -r)s. To regard such 
forms as meticulously accurate transcriptions of Greek -n;s (Sihler, I.e.) is quite 
absurd, in view of the carelessness of the inscriptions in which they occur and of 
the fact that many of the words concerned are Latin. 
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must assume that they too spread over the Roman world 
in a form which originally belonged to the country districts 
of central and northern Italy. The inconsistency between 
Italian and the other Romance languages indicates that the 
open <?-sound was permanently retained in the region where 
it originated, whereas open e became close e in the city of 
Rome and in the provinces. 

In support of his theory of virtually monophthongal pro- 
nunciation in the time of Cicero, Lindsay {Short Historical 
Latin Grammar"*, p. 14) adduces a new argument : " When the 
preposition prae was shortened before a following vowel it 
came to be written pre in prehendo, a clear proof that ae was 
the long (more correctly, the diphthongal) form of e (the 
short open ^-sound)." But prehendo has a short initial syl- 
lable as early as Plautus : e.g. Epid. 1 (the crucial word is 
preserved in the Ambrosian Palimpsest) : 

Heus adulescens. quis properantem me reprehendit pallio? 

It is possible, of course, to read reprendit here, as we must 
read prendit in Bacch. 696 ; but the contraction seen in this 
and similar forms presupposes a monophthongal e in the 
prefix. If prehendo proves anything about the pronunciation 
of ae, such proof holds for Plautine or pre-Plautine rather 
than for Ciceronian Latin. Now, since we have seen that 
the spelling ae, which began to be used during Plautus' life- 
time, clearly indicated a diphthongal pronunciation at the 
time of its adoption, we must look for a different explanation 
of prehendo, and two satisfactory suggestions have in fact 
been made. Sommer (Handb? p. 112) is inclined to the 
opinion that the a of prae was assimilated to the vowel of 
the following syllable (*prai-hendo > * praiendo > *preiendo 
> pre(h)endo). No difficulty is caused by prae da and prae- 
mium, because they show contraction of * prai-ida and *prai- 
iminm. Such words a.s praeest and praeeo are re-compositions, 
although of somewhat earlier date than praeemino, etc. 
Schwyzer, Berl. Phil. Woch. xxm, 439, suggests that the 
form prehendo originated in the compounds comprehendo and 
reprehendo, where ai stood in an originally unaccented sylla- 
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ble and was weakened to e . That e before a vowel became e 
is shown by deus from *deus and oleum from *oleum. At 
any rate, we may be sure that pre- in prehendo is not a mere 
shortening of the familiar prae of Ciceronian Latin ; it is far 
too ancient for that. 

When ae became a monophthong elsewhere than in the 
old Praenestine-Sabine-Umbrian district, it promptly showed 
affinities with open e rather than with close e. Pompeian 
graffiti of the first century a.d. show an extensive confusion 
of e and ae, eg. etati, maeae, haberae (C.I.L. iv, 1684; for 
other instances see Hammer, op. cit. p. 1 1-14, and the Index to 
C.I.L. iv, Suppl.). A few plebeian inscriptions of the city of 
Rome show that a similar confusion was beginning there also 
in the first century a.d., e.g. Clarie (dat., C.I.L. vi, 5180), 
saenatus (ib. vi, 2066 ; for other citations see Hammer, I.e.). 
In the second century the confusion became much more ex- 
tensive in Rome and appeared in the provinces (see Carnoy, 
op. cit. 71-74, and the indexes to C.I.L.). Since open e and 
close e were customarily written in the same way, the pho- 
netic confusion between e and ae led to an occasional graphic 
confusion between e and ae, e.g. aegisse {C.I.L. iv, 2413 f.), 
caeteri(ib. vi, 1585 b). 4 

That mistakes in orthography of this latter sort did not 
reflect a confusion between close e and ae is proved by the 
fact that the Romance languages keep the two sounds dis- 
tinct. Latin open e, however, everywhere yields the same 
result as ae. The following forms are typical : 
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4 As the final of a polysyllable ae for e is relatively common, e.g. sanctae, opti- 
mae (adverbs, C.I.L. 11, 6278, 4405). We may infer that final e tended to become 
an open e; and this inference is supported by the fact that, while the grammarians 
are chiefly concerned to distinguish ae from e (quaeritur : queritur, vae : ve, prae- 
mium : pretium), Servius, adAen. 1, 344, thinks it necessary to distinguish between 
miserae and misere. 



Vol. xlvii] The Motiophthongization of Latin ae 115 

The confusion of ae with open ^ first appears, as we have 
seen, in Rome and in Pompeii (whose original language was 
Oscan), both of them in regions which did not share the 
earlier monophthongization of ai. It now appears that while 
the earlier monophthongization led to a confusion between ae 
and close e, the later monophthongization led to a confusion . 
between ae and open /. It is therefore most unlikely that 
the two processes had any connection with each other. 

It remains to fix the date when the monophthongal pro- 
nunciation of ae made its way into standard Latin. 5 Teren- 
tius Scaurus, a leading grammarian of Hadrian's reign, is 
unusually explicit in his remarks on ae (vn, 16 Keil): A igi- 
tur littera praeposita est u et e litteris. ... et apud antiquos i 
littera pro ea scribebatur, ut testantur iierairXacrnol, in quibus 
est eius modi syllabarum diductio, ut pictai vestis et aulai 
medio pro pictae et aulae. sed magis in illis e novissima 
sonat. If his ear told Terentius that the second member of 
the diphthong is e rather than i, we may be assured that he 
heard a diphthong. In the early part of the second century, 
then, ae was still a diphthong in standard Latin. 

Terentianus Maurus, who probably wrote not far from 
200 a.d., includes ae in his list of diphthongs (vi, 338 Keil); 
but since he includes also ei (which he illustrates with eitur, 
oveis, and omneis) he is evidently giving merely the traditional 
teaching of the schools. That ae was really a monophthong 
in his day may be inferred from Terentianus' account of ui 
in the dative singular of qui. He devotes more than a hun- 
dred lines (vi, 345 ff. Keil, 11. 671-777) to an involved discussion 
of the questions whether cui is a dissyllable or a monosyllable, 
whether it contains a diphthong or not, and whether its u or 
its i is to be regarded as a consonant. A careful examination 
of the argument shows pretty clearly that cui really contained 
a diphthong, and the question arises : " Why did Terentianus 
hesitate to call it a diphthong ? " We can scarcely find but 

5 1 attach little importance to the evidence of loan words such as Welsh praidd 
and Gothic kaisar, partly because of the notorious laxity of foreign pronunciation 
and partly because we know little of the phonetic character of Celtic and Ger- 
manic in the first century. 
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one answer : In Terentianus' time ae and oe, as well as ei, 
were really monophthongs, but they were traditionally called 
diphthongs. Terentianus saw that the old definition of a 
diphthong fitted the tri of cut, but the sound was so different 
in character from ae, etc., that he hesitated to call it by the 
same name. It is, then, probable that ae was a monophthong 
in standard Latin as early as the end of the second cen- 
tury a.d. This conclusion is supported by the fact, already 
noted, that the confusion between ae and e became common 
during the second century. 

Various passages in grammarians of the fourth century 
show clearly that ae was a monophthong at that time. We 
need cite only the following from Marius Victorinus (vi, 66 f. 
Keil) : Consimili ratione quaeritur Orpheus in metro, ut 

Non me carminibus vincat nee Thracius Orpheus, 

utrum trisyllabum an disyllabum sit, an idem nomen duplici 
enuntiatione promatur, aut sine a littera, ut Peleus, Pentheus, 
aut cum a, ut ita declinetur OrpJiaeus ut Aristaeus. visum 
est tamen hoc posse discerni, ut ilia sine a littera Graeca sit 
enuntiatio, haec Latina quae per diphthongon effertur. 

The history of Latin ae may be sketched as follows : The 
orthographical change of ai to ae in the first half of the sec- 
ond century b.c. reflected a change of the second member of 
the diphthong from a close /(as in Italian mat) to a more 
open sound approaching an e (as in English aisle). In many 
parts of Latium ai became e in prehistoric times, and this 
rustic e made its way into urban Latin in a few country 
words such as sepes and fennm. The attempt of dwellers in 
the city — particularly, no doubt, those who had come from 
the country — to avoid rustic e led to an "over-correction" 
in the case of scaena and scaeptrum. This rustic e became in 
the city a close e, like original Latin e. 

The monophthongization of genuine Latin ae, on the other 
hand, led to a confusion between ae and open e. It began in 
southern Italy and Rome in the first century a.d., and made 
its way into the standard speech probably in the latter part 
of the second century, certainly before the fourth century. 



